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City of Fresno  
Proposed Water Rate Increases  

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)  
 
  

1. Why are water rates being increased now?  
 
There are several reasons why the City is proposing increases to water rates: 
 

a. Despite all efforts, Fresno’s water table has dropped about 100 feet in the past 80 
years mainly due population growth. Fresno is on a path to deplete our groundwater 
supply unless we tackle this issue head on. Historically, the City of Fresno has over-
drafted its groundwater supply, because most of the water we use is pumped out of the 
aquifer, our primary source of water. Since more water is pumped out than is put back 
every year, this causes our water table to drop. The city is forced to pay higher energy 
costs to pump from deeper levels, and when wells go dry, they collapse, which forces 
the city to dig deeper and deeper wells with bigger motors. This is expensive and 
unsustainable long-term.  
 

b. Fresno needs to be prepared for pending regulatory changes from the Federal 
EPA and State Department of Public Health. Changes in the regulatory environment 
for the allowed levels of TCP and Chromium 6 contaminants could lead to the 
temporary closure of 30-50 wells around the city, mostly in Southeast Fresno. Closing 
this many wells at one time could be catastrophic for our community if we are 
unprepared.  

 

c. The need to replace aging infrastructure such as water wells and pipes, some of 
which is approximately 100 years old. 

 

d. To provide adequate bond debt coverage that protects the Water Enterprise’s 
bond rating and provides ratepayers with lower financing costs. 

 
The capital improvement projects funded by this new four-year rate plan will allow the City to 
utilize more of its surface water allotment from the Central Valley Project by building a SWTF in 
Southeast Fresno, as well as numerous other infrastructure projects and aging infrastructure 
replacement.  
 
2. What other utility rates will be increased?  
 
Only utility rates for water will be increased at this time. There will be no increases for 
wastewater management or community sanitation (litter control) fees. Residential solid waste 
rates may be increased in the next year if a rate study shows an increase is needed. 
 
3. Is this rate increase going to pay for better utility services?  
 
 The rate increase is needed to maintain the current level of service for all City of Fresno water 
customers and avoid the shutting down of wells throughout the city. Without these rate 
increases, the public could see reduced levels of service. 



 

 

 
 
4. When will I see these rate increases show up on my utility bill?  
 
Water rate increases will be shown on utility bills starting on September 17, 2013, if they are 
approved by City Council.  
 
5. How do our rates compare with other cities?  
Fresno’s current AND proposed water rates are well below state averages. For example, the 
current water rate for the typical residential customer is $24.49 per month. The newly proposed 
rate for 2014 would increase that to about $33.28 per month. Meanwhile throughout the state, 
water rates vary greatly, anywhere from $54.15 per month in Modesto to $211.86 per month in 
Santa Cruz. Here in the Central Valley, our proposed rates are about average, in between cities 
like Kingsburg at $27.06 per month, and Visalia at $46.73 per month to name a few. 
 

6. What phone number can I call with questions about utility rates?  
 
For questions regarding these water rate increases, please call 621-8635. 
 
7. What is the status of the Senior Citizen Discount Rate?  
 
Currently, there is a Senior Citizen discount of 10% for flat rate customers who qualify (62 years 
or older). However, the City is in the process of converting all flat rate customers to a metered 
rate. Many customers have already been converted and it is expected that this effort will be 
completed in the next few months. There may be a few scattered areas that will remain on the 
flat rate until their meters are installed, so the discount would apply until they are converted to a 
metered rate. 
  
When a senior citizen customer is converted to a metered rate, the senior citizen discount no 
longer applies. They pay the same rate as all other customers. The flat rate discount for seniors 
was justified based on a study that concluded they use less water. With a meter, they will be 
able to save money on any reduced water usage. 
 
8. How are the utility rates calculated?  
 
Utility rates are calculated based on the cost of operating and maintenance expenses such as 
labor, supplies and materials, capital expenditures for infrastructure such as buildings, trucks 
and pipelines, debt service payments on bonds and other debt, and adequate reserves for 
meeting all capital and operating needs. The historical and projected costs were input into a 
financial rate model developed by expert, outside rate consultants using reasonable 
assumptions for future growth and inflation. The financial rate models were used to determine 
the utility rates needed to meet all current and projected cost obligations. Please contact the 
City Clerk’s Office at (559) 621-7650 to obtain a copy of the Water Utility Financial Plan And 
Rates Study or look on the Water Division homepage.  
 
9. Is there going to be a low-income or lifeline rate?  
 
By law, the City cannot use revenue from rates to discount its utility services. The law, known as 
Proposition 218, also known as the “Right to Vote on Taxes” act was created to protect the 
public from inflated rates or rate subsidies. 
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10. What is Proposition 218 and how does it affect these rates?  
 
Any utility rate increases must conform to the protocols established by Proposition 218. 
Proposition 218, the “Right to Vote on Taxes Act” requires government agencies to follow 
specific rules for establishing new or adjusting existing rates. The rate studies used to support 
the City’s rate recommendations are compliant with requirements of Proposition 218. An 
overview of the procedures and requirements for a Proposition 218 process are: 

• No assessment shall be imposed on any parcel which exceeds the reasonable cost of the 
proportional specific benefit conferred on that parcel. 

• The amount of the proposed assessment for each identified parcel shall be calculated and 
the record owner of each parcel shall be given written notice by mail. 

• The agency shall conduct a public hearing upon the proposed assessment not less than 
45 days after the mailing. 

• If written protests against the proposed fee or charge are presented by a majority of 
owners of the identified parcels, the agency shall not impose the fee or charge.  

 
 

11. Is this a new charge for service?  
 
These are not new charges, nor are they new services. The rate increases are to adequately 
fund operations and maintenance to maintain existing services and to ensure a safe, affordable 
and reliable water supply for city of Fresno water customers.  
 
12. I know all this new growth is consuming resources; who is paying for the “expanded 

capacity”?  
 
Growth has actually slowed during the economic downturn. However infrastructure to support 
any and all new growth is funded by developers. Developers either pay fees to the City and the 
City constructs required infrastructure or the developer constructs the appropriate infrastructure 
necessary to support growth. Developer fees are adjusted as expenses increase or projects are 
added. Developer fees adjustments require Council approval and do not require a Proposition 
218 process.  

 
13. What will happen if I refuse to pay this rate increase?  
 
You will be notified by mail that your account is delinquent and if payment is not received, your 
water services could be stopped.  
 
14. How long will these rates be in effect?  
 
These rates will remain in effect indefinitely or until the Mayor and the City Council  
decide to change them.  
 
15. Will there be additional rate increases?  
 
The current 218 process proposes a 4-year rate plan.  Rates will be incrementally raised over 
the 4-year period to allow customers to adjust their usage and control their monthly bill. You can 
view these four annual increases in the mailer that was sent to all property owners.  



 

 

 
 
16. How does the City approve the rate increase?  
 
City Council gave direction to City staff to proceed with the Proposition 218 process, which 
includes a public protest vote and hearing. Each property owner was mailed a notice outlining 
the need for the rate adjustments and notifying them of the opportunity to file a protest and 
attend a hearing scheduled for August 15, 2013. Upon conclusion of the protest tabulation and 
the hearing, Council will have the option of either approving of denying the rate increases.  
 
  
 
17. How can I protest the rate increases?  
 
A valid protest must be made in writing and contain a description of the parcel or parcels 
including the Assessor’s Parcel Number (APN). The APN number is eight digits and is printed 
on the Public Hearing Notice mailed to every property owner located on the first line above the 
name and address. Property owners must indicate that they are protesting an increase in water 
rates. The notice must be signed, mailed or delivered to the City Clerk’s Office on or before 
August 15, 2013. 
  
 
City of Fresno  
City Clerk  
2600 Fresno Street  
Fresno, CA 93721  
 
Or property owners can appear at the hearing and deliver their written protest starting at 
5:00pm, August 15, 2013 
 
City of Fresno  
Council Chamber  
2600 Fresno Street  
Fresno, CA 93721  
 
18.  Can I fax or e-mail my protest letter to the City Clerk’s office?  
 
No, all protest letters must be either sent via U. S. mail or delivered to the City Clerk’s office and 
must be received during or before the August 15, 2013 protest hearing at 5:00 p.m. 
 
19. Where and when is the public hearing on the rates?  
 
The public hearings will be held on Thursday, August 15th at 5:00 p.m. in the City of Fresno 
Council Chamber located at Fresno City Hall, 2600 Fresno Street in Fresno.  

 
20. What is the Utility Advisory Committee (UAC) and who is on it?  
 
The UAC was made up of a volunteer group of citizens appointed by the Mayor and City Council 
to convene and provide fiscal review of the Department of Public Utilities. The previous UAC 
ended its term in 2011 with a report proposing a new multi-year rate plan. Since the end of 
2011, there have been changes in the regulatory environment which have required a re-
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examination of the rate models. Therefore while many of the proposals remain intact, some of 
the numbers have been revised to reflect the new information.  
 
More information about the UAC is available on the City’s website. Go to the Department 
Directory, click on Public Utilities, and then click on the Utility Advisory Committee link.  
 
21. How can I obtain a copy of the Utility Advisory Committee’s Final Report?  
A copy of the final UAC report is available upon request by calling 559-621-8635. 
 

 
22. I don’t have utility services with the City of Fresno. Will these rate increases affect 

me?  
 
If you are not connected to the City of Fresno water system, you should consult with your water 
purveyor to determine if these rate increases will affect you.  
 
23. If I conserve, won’t they just raise my bill again to make up for the lost revenue; so I 
end up paying more for less? 
 
That’s a common misconception, because the cost of water has two major components: 

 Fixed Costs - this amount is the same regardless of how much water you use. For 
example, fixed costs include the cost of the distribution system, wells and other 
infrastructure that needs to be ready to deliver water, even if you didn’t take a drop. 

 Variable Costs – these change based on how much water you use, for example, the cost 
of electricity, chemicals, some of the maintenance costs, etc. 

 
The City of Fresno Water Division is capital intensive. It is very expensive to install new water 
mains, build new tanks, and drill new wells. Therefore we have a high level of fixed costs. 
Unfortunately, during times when water revenue is declining due to conservation efforts, fixed 
costs still have to be recovered to maintain safe and reliable water service. 
 
So if everyone were to do a great job of conserving, the rates may increase to make up for lost 
revenue to pay for fixed costs, however the variable costs would go down. So it may not be 
necessary to raise the rates to cover that portion of lost revenue.  All things being equal, your 
total monthly bill would probably still be lower, even though the rate (cost per gallon) might be 
slightly higher. The fact is, with a water meter, each individual is still in control of his or her water 
cost based on usage. 
 


